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[57] ABSTRACT 

A high gain photodetector requiring a substantially silicon 
area than prior art photodetectors having the same gain. The 
photodetector includes a light converter for converting a 
light signal to a current; and a ?rst vertical transistor. The 
?rst vertical transistor includes a ?rst Well in a semiconduc 
tor substrate, the ?rst Well including a diffusion region, the 
semiconductor substrate and the diffusion having a ?rst type 
of doping and the ?rst Well having a second type of doping. 
The ?rst type of doping is either P-type or N-type, and the 
second type of doping is the other of the P-type or N-type 
doping. The light converter is connected to the ?rst Well so 
as to forward bias the vertical transistor thereby causing a 
current to How betWeen the diffusion region in the ?rst Well 
and the substrate. Additional ampli?cation of the photocur 
rent from the light converter can be provided by including a 
second vertical transistor. The second vertical transistor 
includes a second Well in the semiconductor substrate, the 
second Well including a second diffusion region. The semi 
conductor substrate and the second diffusion having the ?rst 
type of doping and the second Well having the second type 
of doping. The ?rst vertical transistor and the second vertical 
transistor are connected as a Darlington pair. The ampli?ed 
current from the vertical transistor(s) is converted to a 
voltage by a current to voltage converter. 

4 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets 
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HIGH GAIN CURRENT MODE PHOTO 
SENSOR 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to photodetectors, and more 
particularly, to a high gain photodetector for generating a 
binary value based on light intensity. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

There are a number of situations in Which a moveable 
carriage must be aligned over a stationary object by detect 
ing a ?ducial mark on the stationary object. One method for 
detecting the ?ducial mark “on the ?y” is to incorporate an 
array of photodetectors on the moveable carriage. If the 
array is suf?ciently large, the ?ducial mark Will alter the 
light at one or more of the detectors. By determining the 
identity of the photodetectors that “?red”, the location and 
siZe of the ?ducial mark can be deduced. 

If the light signal is Weak, a high gain photodetector must 
be utiliZed. Such a detector requires a tWo stage operational 
ampli?er folloWed by a current to voltage translator. The 
area on the chip required for the operational ampli?ers limits 
the density of photodetectors in the array. Hence, it Would be 
advantageous to provide a high gain photodetector that 
requires less area to construct. 

Broadly, it is the object of the present invention to provide 
an improved photodetector. 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide a 
photodetector that requires less area than prior art photode 
tectors having the same gain. 

These and other objects of the present invention Will 
become apparent to those skilled in the art from the folloW 
ing detailed description of the invention and the accompa 
nying draWings. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is a high gain photodetector that 
can be constructed in a substantially smaller space than prior 
art photodetectors having the same gain. The photodetector 
includes a light converter for converting a light signal to a 
current; and a ?rst vertical transistor. The ?rst vertical 
transistor includes a ?rst Well in a semiconductor substrate, 
the ?rst Well including a diffusion region, the semiconductor 
substrate and the diffusion having a ?rst type of doping and 
the ?rst Well having a second type of doping. The ?rst type 
of doping is either P-type or N-type, and the second type of 
doping is the other of the P-type or N-type doping. The light 
converter is connected to the ?rst Well so as to forWard bias 
the vertical transistor thereby causing a current to How 
betWeen the diffusion region in the ?rst Well and the sub 
strate. In the preferred embodiment of the present invention, 
the light converter is a photodiode constructed from a 
diffusion region of the second type doping in the semicon 
ductor substrate. Additional ampli?cation of the photocur 
rent from the light converter can be provided by including a 
second vertical transistor. The second vertical transistor 
includes a second Well in the semiconductor substrate, the 
second Well including a second diffusion region. The semi 
conductor substrate and the second diffusion having the ?rst 
type of doping and the second Well having the second type 
of doping. The ?rst vertical transistor and the second vertical 
transistor are connected as a Darlington pair. The ampli?ed 
current from the vertical transistor(s) is converted to a 
voltage by a current to voltage converter connected to the 
?rst diffusion region for converting current ?oWing through 
the diffusion region into a voltage. 
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2 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic draWing of a photodetector accord 
ing to the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is a cross-sectional vieW of a portion of an 
integrated circuit chip having a photodetector according to 
the present invention constructed thereon. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

The manner in Which the present invention achieves its 
advantages may be more easily understood With reference to 
FIGS. 1 and 2. FIG. 1 is a schematic draWing of a photo 
detector according to the present invention, and FIG. 2 is a 
cross-sectional vieW through a portion of an integrated 
circuit chip illustrating the construction of the PNP transis 
tors utiliZed in the present invention. Referring to FIG. 1, 
photosensor 10 is constructed from a conventional photo 
diode 31 and tWo vertical PNP bipolar transistors shoWn at 
32 and 33. A current mode detector 30 supplies a current in 
response to a light signal to the photo-diode 31. 

Current ampli?cation is provided by the tWo vertical PNP 
transistors 32, 33 Which require signi?cantly less silicon 
area than operational ampli?ers used to provide the equiva 
lent function in a conventional photodetector. The PNP 
vertical bipolar transistors 32, 33 are made from layers 
available in a conventional N-Well/CMOS process With the 
emitter formed With the P+S/D diffusion layer shoWn at 53 
and 63 in FIG. 2. The bases of the transistors 32, 33 are 
formed by the N-Well layer shoWn at 51 and 61 With a 
N+Well contact shoWn at 52 and 62. A common collector is 
formed by the P+/P— Substrate 41. A combined current gain 
of over 1000 is eXpected from the tWo transistors 32, 33 
Which are connected in a Darlington con?guration as shoWn 
in FIG. 1. The tWo transistors 32, 33 in the current mode 
detector 30 amplify the photo-current generated in photo 
diode 31 to a level at Which the current can be sensed 
directly by the current to voltage translator and buffer 
ampli?er circuit shoWn at 20. This current mode detector 30 
responds quickly to the transition betWeen light and dark 
Without requiring a signi?cant integration time as is the case 
With conventional voltage mode photo sensors. 

The current to voltage translator 20 is constructed from a 
small current sensor transistor 21 and a large current mirror 
transistor 22. By adjusting the ratio of the siZes of transistors 
21 and 22 additional current gain (~10X) can be obtained. 
Transistors 23 and 24 form another current mirror to buffer 
the large sWing digital output driver 25 from the sensor 
current mirror. 

The above-described embodiment of the present inven 
tion utiliZes tWo vertical PNP transistors to provide a large 
gain in a small amount of silicon space. It Will be obvious 
to those skilled in the art from the preceding discussion that 
additional vertical transistors could be similarly connected 
to provide additional gain if needed. Similarly, if the light 
signal is suf?ciently intense, a single vertical PNP transistor 
could be utiliZed. 
The above-described embodiments of the present inven 

tion have utiliZed PNP transistors constructed on a P-type 
substrate. It Will be obvious to those skilled in the art from 
the preceding discussion that the present invention can also 
be implemented With vertical NPN transistors constructed 
on an N-type substrate. 

Various modi?cations to the present invention Will 
become apparent to those skilled in the art from the fore 
going description and accompanying draWings. 
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Accordingly, the present invention is to be limited solely by 
the scope of the following claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A photodetector comprising: 
a light converter for converting a light signal to a current; 

and 

a ?rst vertical transistor, said ?rst vertical transistor 
comprising a ?rst Well in a semiconductor substrate, 
said ?rst Well including a ?rst diffusion region, said 
semiconductor substrate and said ?rst diffusion region 
having a ?rst type of doping and said ?rst Well having 
a second type of doping, Wherein said ?rst type of 
doping is either P-type or N-type and said second type 
of doping is the other of said P-type or N-type, said 
light converter being connected to said ?rst Well so as 
to forWard bias said ?rst vertical transistor. 
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2. The photodetector of claim 1 Wherein said light con 

verter comprises a photodiode comprising a diffusion region 
of said second type doping in said semiconductor substrate. 

3. The photodetector of claim 1 further comprising a 
second vertical transistor, said second vertical transistor 
comprising a second Well in said semiconductor substrate, 
said second Well including a second diffusion region, said 
semiconductor substrate and said second diffusion having 
said ?rst type of doping and said second Well having said 
second type of doping, said ?rst vertical transistor and said 
second vertical transistor are connected as a Darlington pair. 

4. The photodetector of claim 3 further comprising a 
current to voltage converter connected to said second dif 
fusion region for converting current ?oWing through said 
second diffusion region into a voltage. 

* * * * * 


